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Abstract How do modal expressions determine which possibilities they invoke?
Do they do it the same way across categories? Recent work proposes that modal
auxiliaries project the domain of possibilities that they quantify over from an event
variable, which can get different values in different syntactic positions (Hacquard
2006, 2009, 2010, see also Kratzer 2013). Based on the behaviour of the Spanish
random choice indefinite uno cualquiera, Alonso-Ovalle & Menéndez-Benito (2018)
conclude that the same strategy is available for modal indefinites. This paper
brings evidence from Chuj, an understudied Mayan language, which supports this
conclusion further. We focus on yalnhej DPs, a type of quantifier that makes a
non-upper bound existential claim and contributes a modal component with a flavour
that depends on syntactic position.
Keywords: free choice items, random choice, epistemic indefinites, Chuj, Mayan
1 Introduction
Modality spans across categories (Kratzer 1981), but most work has traditionally
focused on the verbal domain. Recently, however, modal expressions in other
categories have started to receive attention (see e.g., Arregui, Rivero & Salanova
2017), leading to several questions about the crosscategorial behaviour of modality.
For instance, focusing on DPs, we might ask:
Q1. What types of modal flavour can DPs express?
Q2. How is the modal flavour of modal DPs determined?
In the verbal domain, modals can express a wide range of flavours. The extent to
which the modal flavours of modal DPs parallel those found in the verbal domain is
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an open question. Likewise, in the verbal domain, modal flavour seems to correlate
with syntactic position: epistemic modals seem to scope higher than circumstantial
ones (Brennan 1993; Hacquard 2006). It remains to be determined whether the
syntactic position of modal DPs also affects their possible interpretations and, if so,
whether modal flavours are determined uniformly across categories.
Within the class of modal DPs, modal indefinites have been reasonably well
studied (see Alonso-Ovalle & Menéndez-Benito 2015, and references therein), and
are therefore well suited to make progress in establishing crosscategorial compar-
isons. This paper looks at modal indefinites with the aim of making progress on the
questions posed above. We focus on yalnhej DPs, a type of modal indefinite found
in Chuj, an understudied Mayan language spoken by approximately 70,000 speakers
in Guatemala and Mexico (Piedrasanta 2009; Buenrostro 2013).1
Like other modal indefinites, yalnhej-DPs convey (a) existential quantification
over individuals, and (b) a modal component. The sentence in (1), for instance,
conveys (a) that Xun bought a book or a group of books, and (b) that he could have













‘Xun bought yalnhej what book(s).’
Yalnhej DPs can convey two modal flavours. The first type, which we call
‘random choice modality’ (Alonso-Ovalle & Menéndez-Benito 2018), conveys
information about the intentions of an agent: (1) can convey that Xun bought a book
at random. The second type conveys information about what an individual believes:
(2) indicates (a) that a person or group of people danced, and (b) that the speaker











‘Yalnhej who danced at the party.’
1 Our data come from two sources: i) original fieldwork conducted with speakers of the San Mateo
Ixtatán variant of Chuj, collected in communities in Guatemala and Mexico, and with two consultants
in Montreal; and ii) the corpus of narratives presented in Mateo Pedro & Coon 2017. We used a
hypothesis-driven fieldwork methodology (Matthewson 2004, Davis, Gillon & Matthewson 2014).
Throughout the paper, we will not attempt to provide a direct translation of our example sentences,
since there are not direct equivalences, and rely, most of the time, on indirect paraphrases. We use the
following abbreviations in glosses: A: “Set A” (ergative/possessive); ALGÚN: Spanish algún; B: “Set
B” (absolutive); CLF: noun classifier; CUALQUIERA: Spanish cualquiera; DEM: demonstrative; DTV:
derived transitive status suffix; FOC: focus marker; INDF: indefinite; NML: nominal suffix; IPFV:
imperfective; IRGEND: German irgend; IV: intransitive status suffix; PFV: perfective.
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Other modal indefinites express these modal flavours, but yalnhej-DPs exemplify
new typological possibilities. For one, this paper shows that the modal component of
yalnhej-DPs (under any of its flavours) is truth-conditional. In this respect, yalnhej-
DPs pattern with other modal indefinites that also convey random choice modality,
like Spanish uno cualquiera (Alonso-Ovalle & Menéndez-Benito 2018), but contrast
with Spanish algún (Alonso-Ovalle & Menéndez-Benito 2010) or German irgendein
(Kratzer & Shimoyama 2002), whose modal component is not truth-conditional, and
possibly also with the modal component of English wh-ever free relatives under their
epistemic interpretation (von Fintel 2000). Also, unlike what is the case with other
modal indefinites, the existential claim made by yalnhej-DPs is not upper-bounded:
the sentence in (2), for instance, is compatible with all people having danced (and
the speaker knowing that). Finally, the type of modality that yalnhej DPs express
depends on their syntactic position, making them an ideal testing ground for Q2
above. As objects of volitional verbs, as in (1), yalnhej-DPs can convey either random
choice modality or epistemic modality, but as (non passive) subjects, as in (2), they
can only convey epistemic modality. Recent work proposes that modal auxiliaries
project their domains of quantification from an event or an entity (a ‘modal anchor’)
(Hacquard 2006, 2009, 2010; Kratzer 2013). Under Hacquard’s proposal, the modal
anchor of modal auxiliaries is an event variable, which can get different values in
different positions, explaining the correlation between position and interpretation.
We propose that the same is true for yalnhej DPs. This follows Alonso-Ovalle &
Menéndez-Benito’s analysis of the random choice component of uno cualquiera.
However, as we will see, yalnhej-DPs impose less restrictions on their anchors than
modal indefinites like uno cualquiera, and can thus express more modal flavours.
The paper is organized as follows: section 2 lays out the main empirical general-
izations, section 3 presents the analysis, and section 4 concludes.
2 Yalnhej DPs
2.1 Background
Chuj is a head-marking language and exhibits no case morphology on nominals. Its












‘The woman saw the elder.’
2 Hopkins 1967, 2021, Maxwell 1981, García Pablo & Domingo Pascual 2007, Buenrostro 2013, and
Royer, Mateo Pedro, Carolan, Coon & Torres to appear are useful resources on the grammar of Chuj.
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While VOS is the basic word order, Chuj arguments are frequently instantiated in
a preverbal position. For instance, quantificational DPs, whether subjects or objects,
are generally preferred preverbally, as seen in (4).3































Other DP expressions, such as ‘only’ DPs (5) and wh-phrases in questions (6),
obligatorily appear preverbally (see Coon, Baier & Levin 2021 for discussion).4








































‘Which book did you buy?’
In the absence of explicit plural marking, wh-phrases are semantically number
neutral: (6a) can be given any of the answers in (7), and (6b) and (6c) any of the
answers in (8).5
(7) a. Kixtup.
b. Kixtup, Xun, and Malin.
(8) a. This book.
b. This book and that book.
3 As in other Mayan languages (Aissen 2017), left-displaced transitive subjects trigger a particular type
of verbal inflection glossed “AGENT FOCUS (AF)”.
4 Kotek & Erlewine (2019: 70-71) report the possibility of wh-in situ for echo questions, but we have
not been able to corroborate these judgments. Note, though, that certain wh-expressions can be used
as wh-indefinites, as also reported by Kotek & Erlewine (2019) (see also Royer 2020). In such cases,
wh-words are possible in postverbal positions.
5 Wh-phrases can be pluralized with the suffix -tak (Royer 2020, Buenrostro to appear), in which case
they only tolerate plural answers.
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wh-expression modal DP
‘what’ tas (+N) 3 yalnhej tas (+N)
‘who’ mach 3 yalnhej mach
‘which’ mach (+N) 3 yalnhej mach (+N)
‘where’ b’aj/b’ajt’il/ajt’il 3 yalnhej b’aj/b’ajt’il/ajt’il
‘when’ b’ak’inh 3 yalnhej b’ak’inh
‘how’ tas + light verb 3 yalnhej tas + light verb
‘how much’ jantak 3 yalnhej jantak
‘how many’ jantak / jay-NUM.CLF 3 yalnhej jay-NUM.CLF
‘why’ tas yuj 7 yalnhej tas yuj
Table 1 List of wh-expressions and corresponding yalnhej forms (Royer 2020)
2.2 Yalnhej DPs: Morphosyntactic distribution
Yalnhej-DPs are composed of the complex morpheme yalnhej and a wh-phrase,












Table 1 shows that all types of wh-expressions can combine with yalnhej to form a
modal DP (see Royer 2020, §4.1.3), with only one exception: tas yuj ‘why’.
Yalnhej DPs pattern with wh-items in that, in the absence of explicit plural
marking, they are number neutral: the sentence in (11), for instance, can describe a













≈ ‘Malin read yalnhej what book.’
We describe yalnhej as a ‘complex’ morpheme. This is so because, as a free
morpheme, with aspect marking, yal functions as a modal auxiliary, as seen in (12)
(Buenrostro 2009, Kotek & Erlewine 2019). The morpheme nhej, on the other hand,







‘You were/are/will.be allowed to speak with me.’
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Yet, it is unclear at the present stage whether there are truly two interpretable
pieces to consider. For one, the possibility of inserting material between yal and













≈ ‘Now we see Mexican things (anywhere).’ (txt, CP010815)
Second, the segment yal is never inflected within yalnhej DPs, and yalnhej-DPs do
not pattern in distribution with only phrases (or interrrogatives): those must appear
preverbally, but yalnhej-DPs pattern with quantificational DPs in merely showing a
preference for appearing in a preverbal position.6





















For now, we will leave open the issue of the internal compositionality of yalnhej
DPs, glossing the combination of yal and nhej as a unit.
2.3 Interpretation: Subjects vs. objects
While typically fronted, the modal meaning of yalnhej-DPs depends on their base
position. As anticipated, yalnhej-DPs contribute epistemic modality in subject posi-
tion (as external arguments). For instance, sentence (15) could be uttered in context
(16a) where (i) the speaker knows that some (but not all) people danced, but (ii) the
speaker does not know exactly who danced. However, it cannot be used in context
(16b) where (i) the speaker knows that some (but not all) people danced, and (ii) the











‘A person or group of people danced, I don’t know who (maybe all did).’
(16) a. Speaker was at a party; they know for a fact that not everyone danced, but
couldn’t really tell you who exactly danced. (15) = 3
6 Out of a scale from 1 to 5, 1 being ungrammatical and 5 being perfectly natural, the speakers we
consulted judged (14a) as 5/5 and (14b) as 3/5. Yalnhej-DPs can also appear right-dislocated, leading
to a VSO word order. In such cases, the speakers judge the sentence as perfectly natural (i.e. 5/5).
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b. Only Kixtup and Xun danced at the party. Speaker knows this. (15) = 7
The sentence in (15) can also be used in the context in (17), where the speaker
knows that everybody danced. The comment in (18), which we received from one
consultant about (15), highlights this.
(17) Context 3: Speaker was at a party; they know everyone danced. (15) = 3
(18) “When you hear (15), you could conclude that just some people danced (and
the speaker doesn’t know who), or simply that everybody danced.”
Transitive subjects give rise to the same type of interpretation: the sentence in













‘A person/some people (maybe all) ate meat at the party.’
(20) a. There was a town party, and meat was served to everyone who wanted it.
Speaker knows that at least some people ate meat, but he couldn’t tell who.
(19) = 3
b. There was a town party; no one in town is a vegetarian, so speaker thinks
everyone ate meat. (19) = 3
c. As in (a), but speaker knows only Kixtup and Xun ate meat. (19) = 7
Like in subject position, yalnhej-DPs in object position can convey epistemic
modality. For example, the sentence in (21) is appropriate in the context in (22a),
but not in a context where the speaker knows which dish(es) Xun liked and knows
that he didn’t like all of them (22b). Though not illustrated with context here, note













‘Xun liked some dish or some group of dishes, maybe all dishes.’
7 Speakers can use yalnhej DPs to pretend to be ignorant, while they are not truly so, replicating the
‘teasing’ effects described for English whatever in von Fintel 2000:









 ‘Something, and anything is a possibility.’
67
Alonso-Ovalle and Royer
(22) a. Xun went to a market and tried a few dishes. Speaker knows that Xun liked
at least one dish (maybe more), but they’re not sure which. (21) = 3
b. Xun went to a market, tried a few dishes, but didn’t like them all. Speaker
knows exactly which dishes Xun liked: soup and tamales. (21) = 7
In the object position of volitional transitive verbs, yalnhej DPs can also convey
random choice modality. The sentence in (23) can convey (i) that Xun bought a
book, and (ii) that he was indifferent about what book to buy. The sentence can













‘Xun bought a random book / some random books.’
(24) a. Xun wanted to read, but didn’t have any specific book in mind. He went to
the bookstore and bought one at random. (23) = 3
b. Xun wanted to read a specific book, the Popol Wuj, went to the bookstore
and bought it. (23) = 7
As was the case with the epistemic component, under the random choice inter-
pretation, the sentence in (23) can describe a situation where all individuals of the
relevant type satisfy the existential claim.
(25) Xun is very wealthy, and a bit insane. He goes to a bookstore, and he starts
buying books indiscriminately, to the point where he ends up buying all books.
(23) = 3
In (23), yalnhej-DP is in the object of a volitional predicate. This distinction is
important, since with non-volitional predicates, only epistemic interpretations are
possible. The sentence in (26), for instance, can only convey that either the speaker













‘Xun liked some dish(es) or other.’ / not: ‘Xun liked a dish at random.’
The interpretation of yalnhej-DPs is reminiscent of the interpretation of English
wh-ever free relatives, which can also convey agent indifference or speaker ignorance
(von Fintel 2000), a parallelism that is strengthened by the observation in Table
1 that neither yalnhej-DPs nor wh-ever free relatives have why forms. There are,
however, reasons not to equate yalnhej-DPs with wh-ever free relatives. Unlike
wh-ever free relatives (Jacobson 1995), yalnhej-DPs do not convey maximality: the
sentence in (27) (but not (28)) can felicitously describe the context in (29).8
8 The same is true for the epistemic interpretation: (i) can describe the context in (ii).
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‘She grabbed some tool(s) at random.’
(28) She grabbed whatever tools were in the toolbox.
(29) There are ten tools in a box in front of Malin. Malin doesn’t need one in
particular. She grabs only three at random. (27) = 3/ (28) = 7
2.4 Status of modal component
The modal component of some previously identified modal indefinites, such as
Spanish algún or German irgendein, has been argued to be an implicature (Kratzer
& Shimoyama 2002; Alonso-Ovalle & Menéndez-Benito 2011), since, as illustrated



















‘If Juan bought a book / books, I will talk to his father.’ / Not: ‘If Juan bought













‘Hans never bought any book.’ / Not: ‘It was never the case that Hans bought
a book and I didn’t know which book.’ (German: Buccola & Haida 2017)
In contrast, the modal component of other modal indefinites, such as Spanish uno
cualquiera, survives embedding under a downward entailing environment (32), and











‘Nobody grabbed a book at random.’ (Spanish)
In the case of wh-ever phrases: the modal component projects like a presupposition



















 ‘Xuwan ate things that Telex made yesterday, but I don’t know what exactly.’
(ii) Telex cooked 10 meals yesterday, five of which Xuwan tasted. The speaker doesn’t know what
meals Telex cooked.
9 Though see Condoravdi 2015 for doubts about the presuppositional status of wh-ever free relatives.
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The modal component of yalnhej-DPs is truth-conditional. The random choice
component survives embedding under negation and in the antecedent of conditionals,
as seen in (34b) and (35b), judged as felicitous continuations of context (33).
(33) You’re playing a board game, and as part of the rules you must first pick
one card at random (with your eyes closed). Some cards give you a clear
advantage, others put you at disadvantage. If you don’t respect this rule,
you’re cheating . . .
(34) a. . . . Xun didn’t close his eyes and selected a specific card, that of course,















‘He didn’t grab a card at random.’




















‘If Xun grabs a card at random, he’s playing well.’
Similarly, the epistemic modal component survives embedding under negation










































‘The dish that everybody didn’t like, that’s the one he ate.’
(37) a. You’re a firefighter, so you know how to stop fire. If you know where the
fire is coming from, you don’t get worried. You only get worried if you do



















‘If fire starts in some place (and I don’t where), I get worried.’
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To summarize: we have shown that yalnhej-DPs make an existential claim and
contribute an at-issue modal component. While they can contribute either epistemic
or random choice modality as objects of volitional verbs, they can only contribute
epistemic modality in subject position.
3 A modal quantifier
Building on the analysis of uno cualquiera presented in Alonso-Ovalle & Menéndez-
Benito 2018, we propose, as schematized in (38), that yalnhej-DPs combine with an
event argument and convey as part of their truth-conditions i) a non-modal existential
claim, and ii) a modal component that hardwires a free choice effect and states,
roughly, that every individual in the extension of the wh-phrase is involved in the
relation expressed by the VP in some world in a domain of accessible worlds.10















We note two correlates of the high quantificational type that we assign to yalnhej-
DPs: (i) as already discussed, yalnhej-DPs pattern with wh-phrases and other quan-
tificational elements in showing a preference for appearing in a preverbal position,





















The upcoming discussion will mostly focus on the modal domain of yalnhej-
DPs. We hypothesize that the set of accessible worlds that yalnhej-DPs range over
is determined in much the same way it is determined for modal auxiliaries. Recent
work defends that modal auxiliaries project their domain of quantification from an
10 We will assume explicit quantification and abstraction over worlds and events in the object language.
We use boldface type to mark the value of a variable. We assume that VPs denote relations between
individuals, events and worlds (have type 〈e,〈v,st〉〉, using v as the type of events), and we give
wh-NPs a predicative type (〈e,st〉), assuming that the extension of wh-NPs that are not inflected in
the plural is closed under sum formation. “≈” conveys that e and e′ have the same spatiotemporal
location. We omit the possible requirement that e′ shares other event participants with e.
11 According to (38), yalnhej DPs operate over functions of type 〈e,〈v,st〉〉. We assume that this blocks
them from copular sentences. See Poole 2017 against type shifting traces to predicative type.
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eventuality (their ‘modal anchor’; Hacquard 2006, 2009, 2011; Kratzer 2013). We
assume that yalnhej-DPs project their modal domain out of the value of an event
variable, via a domain fixing function f that maps events to sets of possible worlds,
as in Alonso-Ovalle & Menéndez-Benito 2018. The modal flavour of yalnhej-DPs
depends on which type of event their modal domain projects from. Possible anchors
and projection modes differ depending on syntactic position, as we discuss next.
3.1 Random choice modality
We follow Alonso-Ovalle & Menéndez-Benito (2018) in assuming that random
choice interpretations correspond to modal projection from the type of event de-
scribed by the VP, as in the LF of (40a) in (40b)—with explicit quantification and
abstraction over event and world variables—where the modal anchor of the yalnhej
DP is co-bound with the event argument of the VP.












‘Xun bought a random book / group of books.’
b. λw1 ∃e Xun [v Agent [VP λe1 [[[yalnhej what book e1] λx1 bought t1] e1] w1]]
In (40b) yalnhej what book, when combined with its modal anchor, operates
over the relation in (41), and returns a relation between events and worlds (type
〈v,st〉). After saturation with an event and a world variable, and after abstraction over
the event variable, we get a property of events, which combines with the agent via
Event Identification (Kratzer 1996). Ignoring temporal and aspectual information,
and assuming external Existential Closure over the event argument, the LF in (40b)
denotes the proposition in (42), which conveys i) the existence of an event e of
buying one or more books by Xun, and ii) information about a set of possibilities
that project from e.
(41) Jλx1 bought t1K = λxeλevλws.BUYw(x)(e)
(42) λw.∃e
∃x






 ∗BOOKw(y)→∃w′ ∈ f (e)
∃e′
[






We discuss the second meaning component. Alonso-Ovalle & Menéndez-Benito
(2018) assume that any volitional event e is caused by a decision to act on the part
of its agent (de), that de is part of the preparatory stage of e (see Grano 2011), and
that a decision to act de by agent a establishes a goal, which is fulfilled by events
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de0 : buying b1
X. bought b1⊕b2
]
Figure 1 Actual decisions consistent (a) and inconsistent (b) with random choice
modal component. (∗BOOKw = {b1,b2,b1⊕b2})
performed by a. We follow them in assuming that when e is a volitional event with
no informational content, f (e) yields a set of worlds that have a duplicate of de and
where the goal established by de is fulfilled (by an event with the same spatiotemporal
location as e). The modal component in (42) provides information about the actual
decision: it looks at the worlds compatible with Xun’s actual decision where that
decision is fulfilled and conveys that for any book or group of books y, there is a
world compatible with Xun’s actual decision where that decision is fulfilled and
y is bought. For this to be the case, Xun’s actual decision must be one that does
not discriminate between types of books, since a decision to buy one particular
book or group of books cannot be fulfilled by buyings of other books (see fig. 1).
This captures the random choice interpretation: the sentence in (40a) excludes the
possibility that the agent decided to only buy one particular book or one particular
group of books.12
Now, recall that yalnhej-DPs as objects of non-volitional verbs, as in (21), cannot
have a random choice interpretation. This follows from the current set-up: if the
anchor is co-bound with the event argument, as in (43b), f cannot project from
its argument e the agent’s decision of e, since when the verbal predicate does not
describe a volitional event, e will not contain a decision subevent.












‘Xun liked some dish or group of dishes, I don’t know which one, maybe
all.’ / Not: ‘Xun liked a dish at random.’ (repeated from (21))
b. λw1 ∃e Xun [v0 [VP λe1 [[[yalnhej what dish e1] λx1 liked t1] e1] w1]]




w0 : e0 [Xun liked d1]
w0 : e0 [Xun liked d1]
w2 : e2 [Xun liked d2]
w3 : e3 [Xun liked d1⊕d2]
(b) 7
w0 : e0 [Xun liked d1]
w0 : e0 [Xun liked d1]
w2 : e2 [Xun liked d1]
w3 : e3 [Xun liked d1]
Figure 2 Belief states (a) compatible, (b) incompatible with epistemic content.
3.2 Epistemic interpretations
We hypothesize that yalnhej DPs have a second option: to project their domain
from the assertion made by the speaker of the utterance, as suggested in Hacquard
2006 for non-root auxiliaries. To illustrate, we assume that event variables can be
restricted such that they only range over the assertion, by using the predicate of
events in (44).
(44) JASSERTIONKc = λev : e is the assertion made by the speaker of c. e
When the event argument of the yalnhej DP is restricted to the assertion, it cannot
be cobound with the event argument of the VP, as in (45): in (45), ASSERTION (e1)
requires e1 to be an assertion, but for e1 to be in the relation denoted by like, e1
cannot be an assertion. Alternatively, the event argument can be left free, in which
case f can project from the assertion, as in (46), deriving the proposition in (47).
(45) λw1 ∃e [Xun [v0 [VP λe1 [[[yalnhej what dish ASSERT’N(e1)] λx1 liked t1] e1] w1]]
(46) λw1 ∃e [Xun [v0 [VP λe1 [[[yalnhej what dish ASSERT’N(e2)] λx1 liked t1] e1] w1]]
(47) λw.∃e
 ∃x








∃w′ ∈ f (eASSERT’N)
∃e′
[







When f projects from the assertion (and, more generally, from an eventuality
with informational content), we assume that it yields the set of worlds compatible
with the speaker’s beliefs (more generally, the holder of the information state) (cf.
Hacquard 2006). The modal component is compatible with situations where, as
far as the speaker believes, Xun might have liked any dish or group of dishes, and
incompatible with situations where the speaker knows that Xun didn’t like all dishes
and knows which dish or groups of dishes Xun liked (see figure 2 at the top of this
page).
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(a) X
w0 : e0 [p1 danced]
w0 : e0 [p1 danced]
w2 : e2 [p2 danced]
w3 : e3 [p1⊕ p2 danced]
(b) X
w0 : e0 [ p1 danced ]
w0 : e0 [p1 danced]
w2 : e2 [p1⊕ p2 danced]
(c) X
w0 : e0 [p1⊕ p2 danced]
w0 : e1 [p1⊕ p2 danced]
w2 : e2 [p1⊕ p2 danced]
Figure 3 Degrees of ignorance
When yalnhej DPs are in subject position, we assume their event anchors are too
high to be cobound with the VP event argument. In such cases, the modal anchor is
necessarily free, and thus restricted to refer to the assertion (ignoring cases where
yalnhej-DPs are embedded under external modals, discussed in §3.3).






‘A person or group of people danced, I don’t know who, maybe all did.’









 ∗PEOPLEw(y)→∃w′ ∈ f (eASSERT’N)
∃e′
[






The epistemic modal component in (49) is compatible with different degrees of
ignorance: complete ignorance (figure 3 (a) below), partial ignorance (figure 3 (b)),
and no ignorance, if all individuals satisfy the existential claim (figure 3 (c)). This
captures the Chuj consultant’s comment in (18), repeated in (50), and the fact that
the random choice interpretation of (40a) is compatible with the agent deciding to
buy all books.
(50) “When you hear (48b), you could conclude that just some people danced
(and the speaker doesn’t know who), or simply that everybody danced.”
3.3 Prediction: ‘Harmonic’ interpretations
We conclude with a prediction. If other modal expressions project their possibilities
from an anchor, then the modal anchors of yalnhej-DPs that are embedded under
external modals could be coindexed with the modal anchor of these external modals,
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deriving interpretations (which Alonso-Ovalle & Menéndez-Benito (2018) call
‘harmonic’) where the external modal and the yalnhej DP share a modal domain.
This prediction is borne out both for modal expressions with volitional anchors
and for those with non-volitional anchors (doxastic or epistemic attitudes). Consider,
for instance, the imperative sentence in (51). First, the sentence can convey the (non-
harmonic) interpretation that the addressee must grab a card at random. Assuming a
modal analysis for the imperative, and assuming that the imperative modal projects
from an anchor, this interpretation is derived from letting the yalhnej DP project its









Possible interpretation: ‘Grab a card at random!’ (felicitous given (33))
(52) λw1 e2∃e [you [Ag [VP λe1 [[yalnhej what card NP e1] λx1 grab t1] e1] w1]]
Assuming projection for the yalnhej DP from the event argument as in the
random choice cases discussed above (and assuming that e2 refers to the order), the
predicted truth-conditions convey that in every permitted world, the addressee makes
an indiscriminate decision to grab a card—any card.
(53) λw.∀w′ ∈ fimp(e2)∃e
∃x





∃w′′ ∈ f (e)
∃e′
[





The same sentence can convey a second ‘harmonic’ interpretation: the sentence is
appropriate in the context in (54). Under this interpretation, the sentence conveys that
the addressee is required to grab a card, and that any card is a permitted possibility
for the speaker—the addressee does not need to grab a card at random:
(54) At the beginning of a boardgame, players must select any card they want from
the game. It’s the first time you play, and you ask me what you need to do.
(51) = 3
This type of harmonic interpretation is also detected with uno cualquiera: the
sentence in (55) is compatible with the speaker wanting the addressee to pick any









‘Grab a book, any book!’ (Alonso-Ovalle & Menéndez-Benito 2018)
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Alonso-Ovalle & Menéndez-Benito (2018) derive this interpretation by letting
uno cualquiera project from a modal anchor coindexed to the modal anchor of
the imperative, as yalnhej card does in (56). They assume, as we do, that the
modal anchor of the imperative operator picks up an order (cf. Hacquard 2006 on
performative modals) and that uno cualquiera projects its modal domain from that
order by looking at the worlds consistent with the decision leading to that order
where the order is obeyed. Following their approach, we can assume that the modal
component yalnhej card in (56) invokes the worlds where the decision leading to
the order is fulfilled. The resulting truth-conditions convey (i) that the addressee is
required to pick a card, and (ii) that picking any card is compatible with the order.
There is no requirement to pick a card at random.
(56) λw1 e2∃e [you [Ag [VP λe1 [[yalnhej what card NP e2] λx1 grab t1] e1] w1]]
(57) λw.∀w′ ∈ fimp(e2)∃e
∃x





∃w′ ∈ f (e2)
∃e′
[





Epistemic ‘harmonic’ interpretations are also possible, as in (58) below, which
could be uttered by a speaker who (i) knows who danced at the party and (ii) knows
that not all people danced:
(58) Context: Xun thinks that some people danced at the party, but he doesn’t



















‘Xun thinks that a person or people danced, and any person is a possibility.’
Assuming projection of the attitude’s modality from an anchor (Kratzer 2006),
these can be treated as cases where the anchor of yalnhej is coindexed with the
attitude’s anchor. In these cases, f could project from the modal anchor of the
yalnhej DP the set of worlds consistent with Xun’s belief state.
(59) λw2 X. bel. w2 (e2) λw1 ∃e [yalnhej mach (e2)] λ1 [ t1 [Ag [VP λe1 [[ danced e1] w1]]]]







∃w′′ ∈ f (e2)
∃e′
[





As shown in (61), this possibility is not attested for uno cualquiera, which cannot























‘Juan must have gone to see a movie at random.’ / Not: ‘Juan must have gone
to watch a movie, any movie is a possibility for me.’
(Alonso-Ovalle & Menéndez-Benito 2018)
4 Conclusion
We started this paper with two general questions about the crosscategorial nature of
modality:
Q1. What modal flavours do DPs express?
Q2. How is the modal flavour of modal DPs determined?
With respect to the first question, we showed that, in the absence of external modals,
the modal component of yalnhej-DPs can be epistemic or random choice. These
modal flavours are common within the class of modal indefinites, however yalnhej-
DPs contrast with other modal indefinites in that the modal component seems to
be truth-conditional. While there are clear parallels of the epistemic interpretation
in the verbal domain, it is less clear whether there exist parallels of the random
choice modal flavour outside of the nominal domain. Although random choice
construals of modal auxiliaries seem to be inexistent, Martin & Schäffer (2012) and
Martin & Schäfer (2017) discuss a type of main verb (‘defeasible causatives’) with a
modal component that track agent goals. Perhaps, this is a point of cross-categorial
parallelism between the nominal and verbal domain with respect to random choice
modality.
As for the second question, we have seen that the type of modal flavour ex-
pressed by yalnhej-DPs correlates with their syntactic position. We captured this by
assuming, in line with recent proposals for modal auxiliaries (e.g. Hacquard 2006,
2009, 2010; Alonso-Ovalle & Menéndez-Benito 2018), that yalnhej-DPs project
their modal domains from the value of an event argument.
Finally, we have also shown that yalnhej-DPs contrast with other modal in-
definites in that the existential claim that they express does not convey an upper
bound. This typological possibility has theoretical significance. In Chierchia 2013,
the modal component of modal indefinites (derived via grammatical strengthening)
is the consequence of a modal operator intervening to prevent the derivation of a
contradictory implicature that involves an upper bound. Yalnhej-DPs convey a modal
component, but no upper bound.
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